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Sacrifice
R. Matthew Butzow
He would usually wake at the sound of
the door falling shut hard against the frame,
and he would throw the sheets across the
bed where she would have been, stepping
onto the cold floor, searching for his
wrinkled trousers. And pulling them up
around his waist, he would run over to the
frosted window to look down upon her,
leaving him, in the pale glow of early morning light. Having nothing to say, he would
usually drop his head and smile.
Sometimes she would look up to see
him at the window holding onto his pants at
the waist, and she would mouth the words
without saying them. I love you. And she
would spin around on the balls of her feet
smiling, running to catch the train.
The mornings were always dark. A
washed-out blue light from outside the
window tried its best to reach into the room
through the thick gelatin darkness. A
washed-out blue like the skin tone of the
models on the cover of Vanity Fair magazine. A bluish grey, like the suffocated
tissue of a corpse. And there it was,
trapped in a curtain of cigarette smoke,
fighting to touch the cold wall on the other
side of the room. The light was cold. A light
that could pierce window frost all day long,
but never melt it.
He would sit on the bed with his back to
the window-his
bare feet--on the
floor.The floor was cold and dry and there
was dust that had settled over its surfaceespecially along the hardwood seams.
Her feet must seem to twist into the very
surface of the hardwood floor when she
turned on her toes, he would think.
She was a dancer. He was not.
In the kitchen he would drink his breakfast from a china coffee cup, and watch the

cigarette smoke hang in the air on the
warmth of orange sunlight as he looked out
into Manhattan. He was alone.
Between the two of them the ashtrays
were always full at the studio. They each
had their own beveled crystal ashtray about
as large as a hand spread open and as
deep as the first knuckle on an index finger.
His was always on the paint table in the
near corner, away from the brushes. Hers
was usually on the kitchen table in the
afternoon and middle evening until she
went to bed, where it sat on the night stand
to the side of her magazines until morning.
There were times when he would phone
her at the dance studio just to hear her
voice. He would swear he could hear her
smiling up and down his spine. And for a
moment he would almost believe that the
whole world was quiet. She was always
quiet-shy.
On the weekends she didn't teach and
they would spend those mornings together.
He would always think of her in bare feet
standing at the refrigerator on her toes with
the door standing open and her pajama top
unbuttoned down the front, her long black
hair spilling down her back, the sleeves half
way up her arms and the warm sunlight on
her skin.
The shower would wash her from his
body, but he could always smell her perfume somewhere in the room-especially
near the bed, hiding in the sheets. He
would imagine that she had come back
early from dance class, and was hiding
beneath the unmade sheets. He would
watch the paint on his hands and forearms
slip down the drain in small dark metallic
particles, each one about the size of a sand
grain. It was like watching an hour glass.
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His studio was spacious and dark, with
hardwood floors, gray unfinished walls and
shades closed over the windows, in the
afternoon. He liked it this way. After every
gallery showing, and much to drink, he
would bring her back to the studio and they
would dance alone to a waltz on the stereo.
They would swoon together in formal wear,
laughing and gazing at one another. And
she would fall against him, pressing herself
to his chest and he would kiss the top of her
head. Both of them would smile with their
eyes closed.
There would often be two wine glasses
with tall, dark stems and a long empty
green bottle on the tile counter top near the
sink. And in his mind he would see her
dark, tender lips gently touching the edge of
the glass as if she was right there drinking
from it. He would wipe the lipstick away with
his thumb and rinse the glasses.
Almost everyday he would meet her in
Little Italy for lunch. He would drink wine
with his pasta, she would have water with
her salad. They sat near the window most
of the time, on the far wall of the restaurant,
where they could be alone-together.
He
normally wore pleated trousers, a tie and a
long-sleeve shirt with the sleeves rolled up.
She would wear her hair up in a bun, faded
blue jeans and an oversized Maine sweater
that covers one shoulder and exposed the
other. Before they finished eating, before
they even excused themselves from the
table, he had always started painting again,
and he knew that she was already dancing.
In the afternoon he would pace around
the open studio, his heels clicking over the
floor, his glasses out on the end of his nose
from staring at the ground. He would twirl a
dry, long wooden-handled brush up and
down through one set of fingers while
holding a glass of dark wine perpendicular
to the floor in the tips of others. Hanging his
head, he would notice that there were
always spots of dried paint on the floor and
on the tops of his shoes.

They were her favorite shoes of his, and
sometimes early in the morning she would
get out of bed and slip her tiny feet into
them, shuffle to the kitchen and make a pot
of coffee.
For hours he would watch the canvas
like a television screen, as if a program was
unfolding in front of him without his help.
Then he would take his brush, a remote,
and change the channel-flashing
colors
across the neutral canvas. He was looking
through the canvas, not at it. He was seeing
another dimension. A dimension he wanted
to show to himself more clearly, and to
others since they could not see it at all
without his help. It was not as if was applying the lines, the shapes and the colors with
his brush, but as if he was erasing the
neutral curtain of canvas which covered the
image beneath.
There were times, usually before an
exhibition, that he would go night and day
thinking only of the canvas, the brushes
and the paint, refusing to see anything else
of the world. He would rest only when he
collapses from exhaustion, and upon regaining conciousness he would lift himself
back to his feet and begin painting again.
There were times, usually before a
performance, when she would be gone for
days at a time. When she would sleep at
the dance studio, not eat at all, and practice
with bleeding feet. Feet that bled through
her point shoes and into the seams of the
hardwood floor. She would practice to the
point of exhaustion, sometimes collapsing
to the floor, risking serious injuries upon her
fragile body.
Sometimes he would miss dinner, and
she would eat alone-like
he did almost
every morning. She would sit in the kitchen,
at the end of the dinner table with her legs
crossed, her elbow on the table and her
head resting in her hand, watching him
paint.
He was a painter. She was not.
When he was finished he would walk
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into the darkness with a glowing cigarette,
where she waited for him in bed. She would
hear his shoes coming closer, and she
would smile with anticipation. He would
undress and climb into bed. Drawing near
to her, he would gather her solid body in his
arms-and kiss her neck.
He would always love her more than life,
but he would always be married to his
painting. And she-she would always try to
understand why he couldn't have both.
A few years ago he was in the kitchen
washing dishes. He was reaching for a tall
dark stemmed wine glass when he accidentally brushed a long, empty green bottle
onto the tile floor of the kitchen.
He watched it drop off the counter, four
feet through the air, toward the floor. It fell
slowly as if telling him he had time to reach
out and catch it before it hit the ground.
Instead he watched it fall. He didn't even
attempt to move to save the bottle. Not
even a flinch. The upper side of the bottle
made the first contact with the floor, imploding, sending a stream of left-over wine out
of the neck. It appeared as if its chest had
been crushed, and it began to bleed from
the damaged area, splashing wine over the
tile. The rear section of the bottle was the

next section to impact the floor. It was
heavy and shattered the entire mid-section
inward as it hit. The end of the bottle itself
did not break, but bounced spinning upward
with sharp edges, throwing wine into the air.
Finally the neck of the bottle, free from the
shattered remains, bounced forward on the
tile, also without breaking-the bottle decapitated. There was no noise at all. He
wasn't listening anyway. He could see the
protrusions of dark liquid reaching out
several inches from the collapsed midsection of the bottle, and the silver-like
fragments of glass that were carried outward in the small torrents. It was beautiful.
The dark green fragments of glass, ranging
in size from puzzle pieces to tiny asbeostos
fibers, the deep purplish-red wine and the
white tile.
He thought about having lipstick on his
thumb.
It had been five years since he had seen
her when he received a telephone call
informing him that she had been driving to
see her parents in New Jersey, when her
car plunged into the Hudson River and she
drowned. On that day he announced to his
distributors at the gallery that he would be
filing for divorce.
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